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ORIGINS OF THE FIRST AMERICAN NAVY:
AN INTERPRETATION*
Several Eastern United States communities, who experienced
pre-Revolutionary War naval skirmishes, lay claim to being
the “Birthplace of the American Navy.” They include: Salem,
Massachusetts; Whitehall, New York; Machias, Maine; Beverly,
Massachusetts; and Marblehead, Massachusetts. Residents of these
communities hail their claim, both as a matter of local pride (to
say nothing of the national pride related to the boast of giving
birth to what eventually became one of the world’s largest navies)
and as a tourist attraction. In some of these communities plaques
proclaim the glory of this claim. This is evident in Whitehall,
Machias, and Marblehead. In others, historical societies, historical
commissions and service groups indicate the claim on their sta
tionery or pamphlet materials. Beverly, Massachusetts is making a
systematic effort to solidify the claim by documenting its case and
presenting it to the Interior Department. It also hopes to build a
replica of the Hannah at Glover’s Wharf. Whitehall, New York
residents are also making a plea to Washington to make their port
an historic site based on the birth of the American Navy claim.

This paper will make an assessment of the several claims made
by the communities mentioned previously and through documented
analysis present an interpretive conclusion to the long-time
dilemma. Two key areas will he pursued: first, the historic events
from which each of the claims are drawn, and secondly, the con
nection between the pre-Revolutionary War skirmishes or events
discussed and the emergence of the American Navy. The claims
will be treated in a chronological fashion.

Salem’s claim to the birth of the American Navy is not nearly
as vocal as similar claims from other sectors. Nonetheless, its case
is significant in terms of an assessment of the totality of the tussle.

A factor which has received little illumination in terms of the
overall navy controversy (as pertains to the Massachusetts North
* An address presented at the Bay State League of Historians annual
meeting, held at Beverly, Massachusetts, June, 1968 and sponsored by the
Beverly Historical Society, in conjunction with die Tercentenery Celebra
tion of Beverly’s incorporation.

Shore communities, in particular) is the fact that British officials
were somewhat ignorant of or puzzled about the geography and
exact names of towns in the Cape Ann region. The community of
Salem was sometimes considered a province by the Mother Coun
try and at other times designated Marblehead in British corres
pondence and official documents. These mistakes were often at
the expense of Salem and with the result of crediting Marblehead
with firsts in American naval history. With the enforcement of
the Boston Port Bill by the British, which transferred shipping to
Marblehead in Salem harbor, the confusion was intensified. In
that Salem, Beverly, and Marblehead were each centers for com
merce coming into Massachusetts, after 1774 in particular (and
at the same time were within considerable proximity to each other
in terms of geography), it is not unreasonable to conceive the
British confusion over the names of these several towns.1

As a result of this confusion, certain British documents mis
represent Marblehead for Salem, when recording American Rev
olutionary history along the North Shore communities of Massa
chusetts.
All the same, there seemed to be little confusion about the im
pact made by Salem when Captain John Derby of that town
arrived in London, May 28, 1775, with the first report to reach
the English capital concerning the battles of Lexington and
Concord. The “accidental captain” (as dubbed by Horace Wal
pole) offered his services, gratus, to the Massachusetts Provincial
Congress, for the purpose of rushing news of these events to the
king. His father, Richard, donated the services of the Quero and
its crew for expenses. Presumably the motivation behind this
scheme was to vex the British and perhaps to persuade them to
redress the grievances against the Americans or fight a war. At
any rate, the news caused great havoc — even the English Stock
Market reflected the unstable British mood.2

The Quero was a mere yacht of sixty-two tons burden, but a
light, easily manoeuvrable craft, which in the end outdistanced the
slow and deep-laden Sukey, sent to London by Gage at Boston on
April 24, 1775. The Quero did not leave Salem until April 28,
1775. The Sukey mission did not make much of the battles of
Lexington and Concord.3

In a letter to General Gage, July 1, 1775, Lord Dartmouth
enlightened the field commander of Derby’s intelligence and its
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impact: “. . . to all Appearance, the Quero was sent by the
enemies of Government on purpose to make an Impression here,
by representing the Affair between the King’s Troops and the
Rebel Provincials in a light most favorable to their own Views.”
Already, the North Shore patriots were causing alarm in the minds
of the British high command. Dartmouth stated in the same letter
that:

Their Industry on this occasion had its effect in leaving for
some days a false Impression upon Peoples Minds; and I
mention it to you with a hope that in any future Event of
Importance, it will be thought proper, both by yourself and
the Admiral [Graves] to send your Dispatches by one of the
light Vessels of the Fleet.4
The Massachusetts Provincial Congress, meeting at Concord,
April 27, 1775, directed Captain John Derby (son of Richard
Derby) to “make for Dublin or any other good port in Ireland,
and from thence to cross to Scotland or England, and hasten [the
message of battle at Lexington and Concord] to London.” The
Quero’s voyage was kept a secret.5
Hon. Richard Derby Esq.’s two sons, Richard, Jr. and John,
aided their father in carrying out the orders of the Provincial Con
gress. Richard outfitted the schooner for the voyage. It cost well
over 100 pounds to outfit the Quero. Over fifty-seven pounds was
paid to a third son, Elias Derby, on behalf of his father, Hon.
Richard Derby, Esq. for the Quero’s expenses while in London.
The “accidental captain” did not charge the Provincial Congress
for his own services, stating that the success of the mission was a
sufficient reward. John Derby commanded the Quero, which stole
to sea under cover of the British Lively.6

To complete the mission it took twenty-nine days from Salem
to the Isle of Wight — good time for that era. Captain John
Derby ignored congressional instructions to head for Ireland. From
the Isle of Wight, the “accidental captain” took a small boat and
sent the Quero to Falmouth. He proceeded to South Hampton on
May 27 and reached London by the following evening. Copies
of the Salem Gazette for the week of April 18-25, I775> which
contained accounts of the skirmishes at Lexington and Concord,
were in his possession as he revealed his story to Massachusetts’
colonial agent at London. The Quero returned to Salem on July
19, 1775. It is not known for sure whether Derby returned to
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Salem in his father’s schooner or by other means. Nontheless, he
was back in Massachusetts colony and reported to army head
quarters at Cambridge by June 18, 1775.7

It should be kept in mind that this naval action was sponsored
by a single colony — by the Massachusetts Provincial Congress.
Derby reported to Washington, upon his return from London, in
that the latter had been made Commander-in-Chief of American
forces after Derby had been ordered by the Provincial Congress
to take the news of Lexington and Concord to Britain. It is only
in connection with this naval project that Salem has any claim to
being the BIRTHPLACE OF THE AMERICAN NAVY. Gardner
W. Allen in A Naval History of the American Revolution, 1, re
inforces this view when he indicates that: “The first public ser
vice afloat, under Revolutionary authority, was perhaps the voy
age of the schooner Quero of Salem, Captain John Derby, des
patched to England by the Massachusetts Provincial Congress with
the news of the Battle of Lexington.”8

Whereas the Salem claim treats an incident of naval intelligence
involving a single schooner, Whitehall’s claim relates to the con
fiscation of naval vessels and material. Benedict Arnold gave an
account of the incident to the Massachusetts Committee of Safety,
May 19, 1775. He had been joined by Captains Brown and Os
wald, with fifty men, on May 14, 1775. They had “taken posses
sion of a small schooner [Liberty] at Skenesborough [later White
hall, New York] . . . ,” on May 9, 1775. Arnold and his men
immediately proceeded to St. John’s aboard the seized schooner
“and at eight o’clock, p.m., the 17th instant, arrived within thirty
miles of the [destination] . . . .” Arnold manned two batteaus
with thirty-five men from his regiment and arrived at St. John’s
the next morning. His men surprised the enemy and “took a ser
geant and his party of twelve men, the King’s sloop, of about sev
enty tons [Enterprise], with two brass six-pounders and seven
men, without any loss on either side.” The feat was accomplished
under potentially tight circumstances. The captain in charge at
St. John’s was in Montreal and was expected back shortly with “a
large detachment for Ticonderoga . . . [and] a number of guns
and carriages for the sloop, which was just fixed for sailing. . . .”
Added to this, “there was a captain of forty men at Chamblee,
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twelve miles distant from St. John’s who was expected there . . .
[any] minute with his party . . .
Arnold attributed the suc
cess of the incident to an interposition by Providence. The pa
triots took the valuable stores on board, and in two hours after
weighing anchor at St. John’s, Arnold sailed for Ticonderoga with
the sloop Enterprise and four of the King’s batteaus. His men had
been ordered to destroy five others so that they could not be em
ployed by the “King’s Troops, Canadians, or Indians . . .” to
cross the lake.9

Ethan Allen, in his Narrative . . . , indicated that Arnold
greeted him soon after the foray at St. John’s, a few miles
out from that place, “with a discharge of cannon, which . . .
[Allen] returned with a volley of small arms.” Their drinking to
health seems appropriate in that the patriots “were now masters of
Lake Champlain and the garrisons depending thereon.10
It is noteworthy that in a few weeks “all naval enterprises on
these inland waters were carried on by the army, which was under
the command of General Schuyler.” Arnold, after taking the
Enterprise, decided to cruise on Lake Champlain with the Liberty
and Enterprise for frontier defense and to seize ammunition to
carry on the war. It is important to note that Arnold did not report
to Washington, concerning this naval action, in that the General
had not yet taken command of Continental forces (and would not
until June 3, 1775), but to the Massachusetts Committee of
Safety. In this case, Arnold’s naval activity cannot be directly
linked with Continental Congressional authorization. Nonetheless,
this accomplishment contributed to the idea of an American Navy.
In April, 1776 Washington established a New York fleet in con
junction with The New York Committee of Safety, which included
the following vessels: Lady Washington, General Schuyler, Gen
eral Mifflin, Spitfire, General Putnam, Montgomery and Wash
ington.

The residents of Machias, Maine have identified their town as
the BIRTHPLACE OF THE AMERICAN NAVY by placing a
plaque in the square with boasts that the first naval battle of the
American Revolution took place on the waters adjacent to this
port. In essence, there is a good argument that can be made for
the claim — this was the first confrontation by a British craft and
5

an American privately owned vessel. The only flaw in the argu
ment of Machias being THE BIRTHPLACE OF THE AMERI
CAN NAVY is that the American sloop Unity, which confronted
HMS Margaretta, was not commissioned by the Continental Con
gress for naval activity as was the Hannah of Beverly. The latter
was commissioned into Continental service in August, 1775.
Beverly residents claim the engagement between the Hannah and
HMS Nautilus constitutes the first official naval battle of the Rev
olution in that the Hannah-N autilus battle of October 10, 1775
was the first official naval battle fought under Continental Con
gressional authority.12 Nonetheless, the Machias story is an impor
tant first in American naval operations and should be explored
carefully.
The British cutter, Margaretta, Lieutenant James Moore, had
been sent to Machias in company with two of Ichabod Jones’ lum
ber sloops by Admiral Graves. The two craft, the Falmouth Packet
(sometime called the PoZZy) and the Unity, were to be loaded
with lumber and escorted to Boston by the Margaretta and its
crew. The lumber was needed by the British to build barracks and
houses for soldiers. Under the self-designed leadership of Ben
jamin Foster, and sixty Machias men, a scheme was fomented to
thwart Moore’s further surveillance of the lumber sloops. This
patriotic endeavor was accomplished, initially, in what became
known as “Foster’s Rubicon.” Foster “held a meeting at the side
of a brook east of the town to form plans.” After a great many
views had been aired, the self-styled minuteman “said that he was
going to jump to the other side of the brook and every man who
was ready to follow him in an attack on the Margaretta should
jump over after him.” Infused with emotion, both over the recent
intelligence about Lexington and Concord (it had taken some time
for this news to reach Machias) and the surveillance of the two
lumber sloops, all sixty men jumped across the “Rubicon.”13

Moore and a fellow officer were attending a Sunday service,
June 11, 1775, and “hearing a Bustle looked out of the Window
and saw a Number of People armed making toward the Meeting
House. . . .” This force was led by Foster. Both British officers
leaped from a window and escaped to the Margaretta in a boat
sent from the schooner, before being pursued by the Machias men.
The rebels then boarded the Unity and plundered her. About 100
persons within yelling distance from the shore demanded Moore’s
6

surrender. At 8:30 that evening Moore weighed anchor and eased
toward the plundered sloop. The Machias men discovered his
move and ran the sloop ashore. Moore then anchored within fif
teen yards of the Unity, purposing to retake the sloop. This time
he was threatened from the shore with death if he continued his
efforts at recapturing the lumber sloops. Moore’s continued re
sistance, with the answer “fire and be damn’d,” brought a volley
of small arms from the rebels ashore, “which was returned from
the Schooner with Swivels and Small Arms.” Fighting went on
for over an hour. Lieutenant Moore then dropped back half a
mile and anchored near another sloop laden with boards. Local
“minutemen” tried to board the Margaretta during the night, but
they were beaten off by brisk fire from its swivels. One Britisher
was wounded during the night-fighting. The sloop with lumber
aboard proved a successful shield for the Margaretta against the
firing from the shore and the small boats filled with townspeople.14
At daybreak the Margaretta steered out into the bay under con
tinuous fire from the shore. Standing out to sea, the Margaretta
was chased by the Unity and the Falmouth Packet, both coming
up very fast. Nathaniel Godfrey, pilot for the Margaretta, recorded
the events of battle between the Unity and the Margaretta; “We
began to fire our Stern Swivels, & small Arms as soon as within
reach. When within hail, they [rebels] again desired us to strike
to the sons of Liberty, promising to treat us well, but if we made
any resistance they [would] put us to death.” Unable to get clear
of the Unity, Moore “luffed the Vessel too and gave them a Broad
side with Swivels and Small Arms in the best manner he was able,
and likewise, threw some Hand Grenadoes into them.” The Sons
of Liberty “immediately laid us Onboard, the Sloop [Unity] on
the Starboard quarter, the Schooner [Falmouth Packet] on the
Larboard Bow.” Almost immediately, “Moore received two Balls,
one in his right Breast, the other in his Belly. . . .” Another
British officer was slightly wounded in the side. A marine was
killed and two others were wounded, along with two seamen. “The
Rebels took Possession of the Schooner & carried her up the
Machais (sic) in great triumph, with their Colours flying.” Lieu
tenant Moore “was carried down into his Cabin (sic) & Asked
. . . why he did not strike to the Sons of Liberty when they hailed
him. ... He look’d (sic) up and told them ‘he preferred Death
before yielding to such a set of Villains’ . . . .” The brave Lieu
tenant Moore died the following afternoon.15
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James Lyons, chairman of the Machias Committee to the Pro
vincial Congress in Massachusetts gave the patriots’ view of the
June 12, hour-long, skirmish:

They [British] took Capt[ain] Toby out of his vessell
(sic) [to which the Margaretta had been affixed during the
night] for a pilot, & made all the sail they could get off, as
the wind & tide favoured. . . . Our men, armed with guns,
swords, axes & pitch forks, went to Capt[ain] Jones’s sloop
[Unity], under the command of Capt[ain] Jeremiah
O’Brian (sic): about Twenty, armed in the same manner &
under the command of Capt[ain] Benjamin Foster, went in
a small Schooner [Falmouth Packet]. During the chase, our
people built them breast works of pine boards, and anything
they could find in the Vessels, that would screen them from
the enemy’s fire. The tender Margaretta, upon the first ap
pearance of our people, cut her boats from the stern & made
all the sail she could — but being a dull sail[e]r, they soon
came up with her, and a most obstinate engagement ensued,
both sides being determined to conquer or die: hut the Ten
der was obliged to yield[;] her Captain was wounded . . .
[and] died the next morning: poor Mr. Avery [a prisoner]
was killed, and one of the marines, and five wounded. Only
one of our men was killed, and six were wounded, one of
which is since dead of his wounds.18
Booty consisted of “four double fortifyed (sic) three pounders,
& fourteen swivels, and a number of small arms, which [were
taken] with the Tender. . . .” The prisoners were marched to
the Massachusetts Provincial Congress on June 18, 1775.17

In the end, Moore had been thwarted in his attempt to carry
out the orders given him by Vice Admiral Graves on March 26,
1775 — to protect the lumber sloops routed to Machias and
to remain for their Protection while they [were] lading, and
as soon as they [were] ready to come away again ... re
turn with them to Boston; Using . . . utmost Endeavors to
take or destroy all armed Vessels that [were] acting illegally
or that [were] annoying any of his Majesty’s loyal and peace
able Subjects.18
On June 26, 1775 Congress resolved to thank both Captains
O’Brien and Foster and “the other brave men under their com
mand, for their courage and good conduct in taking one of the
Tenders belonging to our enemies, and the two Sloops belonging
to Ichabod Jones, and for preventing the Ministerial Troops being
supplied with Lumber. . . .”19
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The Machias minutemen, thereafter, under their own volition
and authority, cruised about Machias in the Bay of Fundy, “and
to the Southward as far as Sheepscut River, with intent to take
and destroy all Vessels and People employed in bringing Supplies
to the King[’]s Army and Fleet at Boston. . . ,”20

The Massachusetts Provincial Congress, August 23, 1775, com
missioned Jeremiah O’Brien as “Commander of the Armed Schoon
er Diligent & of the Sloop Machias Liberty [formerly the Unity]
■ . . Lying in the Harbour (sic) of Machias ... for the
Purpose of Guarding the Sea Coast [for] the Sum of One hundred
& Sixty Pounds Lawful Money of this colony for Supplying the
men with Provisions and Ammunition. . . .” Thereafter, O’Brien
seized a number of British merchant vessels in the Bay of Fundy.21

Both personal and community safety was in jeopardy along
Massachusetts’ historic North Shore during the early months of
1775. This was due to the British blockade of Cape Ann. In par
ticular, “the Lively frigate of war [was] . . . stationed at Marble
head in order to harrass and impress the seafaring inhabitants of
that town.” “Press-warrants” were issued by Vice Admiral Graves
“on account of the detention of some wax-candles imported for his
own use [at Marblehead] . . . and which were seized by the
Committee of Inspection” of the Continental Association.22

As a result of the British impressment action (mid-February,
1775), Marbleheaders were bent on rescuing the pressed men,
particularly after Lieutenant William Lechmere of the Lively had
seized two hands from a Marblehead vessel. The determination of
the Marbleheaders was admirable, nonetheless, acquiescence fol
lowed their initial spurt of bravery:
. . . [Lechmere] was surrounded by eight or ten whale
boats manned and armed; he called to them at their peril to
keep off, which they did at a distance of two boats lengths;
they then asked him if he had pressed any men out of the
vessel he had boarded, which he answered in the affirmative;
they bid him deliver them up without making any resistance;
on his refusal, they pointed their pieces into his boat, and
. . . [Lechmere] ordered his men to do the same; one of the
impressed men took this opportunity and leaped overboard
. . . [and] Lechmere snapped his piece at the man, which
missed fire, and he was taken up by the whaleboats; the other
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man was immediately secured, and without further opposi
tion carried on hoard the Lively. From this time [on] they
[British] continued pressing without molestation, when the
Selectmen of Marblehead seeing their trade distressed, ob
liged in a most penitential manner, for having disobliged
him, and laid the blame entirely on their Chairman, which
the Admiral [Graves] took not the least notice of. The Se
lectmen were obliged to wait on him, and promised to return
the candles, and pay all costs and damages, and [promise]
there never should be in [the] future any cause of complaint.
The British demands were “punctually complied with” by the
Marblehead selectmen.23

Being persuaded by the threat of the Lively and for broader
economic reasons, the “Town of Marblehead” once again submitted
to the enemy’s wishes, after Lexington and Concord, by promising
“To send no Men nor Provisions to our Army nor give them any
Assistance & not to be seen with any arms. . . .” This policy was
undoubtedly pursued in hopes of keeping the port open in face of
lack of defenses adequate to repel an attack on Marblehead by the
Twenty-gun Lively.24
Marbleheaders quickly recovered from these humiliations. On
April 27, 1775, the Massachusetts Committee of Safety directd
Colonel John Glover, who commanded the Twenty-first Regiment
(formed in January 1775), to “take such effectual methods [as
necessary] for the prevention of Intelligence being carried on
board the Lively . . .” or any other situation which “may have a
tendency to injure the most important cause we are engaged
in. . . .” Eventually, Glover established fortifications at Marble
head and Beverly. Marbleheaders rallied around Glover as a local
hero, thereafter. During the Revolution he became a nationally
known figure.25

The journal of HMS Merlin, recorded by Captain William C.
Burnaby, states that this sloop fired four guns and four swivels
at some rebels near its place of mooring in Marblehead harbor.
The rebels, in return, fired at the Merlin. Nearly two weeks earlier,
June 6, 1775, the Merlin was almost provoked by John Glover to
fire upon the schooner Hannah. The latter vessel had just ar
rived from the West Indies.26
These tension-ridden skirmishes with the Lively and the Mer
lin are comparable to the incidents related to Salem’s, Whitehall’s
and Machias’ claim to being THE BIRTHPLACE OF THE
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AMERICAN NAVY. These skirmishes, however, were never
officially authorized by either General Washington or the Conti
nental Congress.

The Lively remained moored off Marblehead until early June,
1775. Relocating at Boston harbor it played a minor role in the
Battle of Bunker’s Hill, firing upon and burying at least forty
rebels who were in the process of fortifying the hill. From early
July until late September the Lively, Captain Thomas Bishop, re
mained at Nantasket Roads. Bishop was ordered to Penobscot Bay
and surrounding islands by Vice Admiral Graves on September 21,
1775 to obtain lumber. He was docked at Boston once again on
November 9, 1775. The Lively did not return to haunt the North
Shore communities until December, 1775. At this time, several
British men-of-war were ordered to the Cape Ann region to thwart
the efforts of Washington’s New England Fleet stationed at Bev
erly. Free from the Lively’s ever-present shadow from June to early
December, the North Shore communities were determined to make
up for lost time. Fortifications had been built at Beverly under
Glover’s supervision, and by early fall six armed cruisers had been
commissioned into Washington’s New England Fleet at Beverly.27
Marblehead lays little stress upon these early incidents with
the Lively and Merlin in making its claim to being the BIRTH
PLACE OF THE AMERICAN NAVY. Since the publication of
the 1897 edition of Samuel Road’s History and Traditions of
Marblehead, Marbleheaders have begun to note the significance of
their community in the early pre-Revolutionary War naval ac
tivities. All the same, certain factors reiterated by ’Headers, which
relate to the establishment of Washington’s Navy, are employed to
underscore their boast of conceiving the embryo fleet which
eventually grew into the idea of a Continental Navy.28

First of all, Marblehead historians cite the fact that Nicholson
Broughton, captain of the Hannah when it was commissioned in
Washington’s fleet, was a Marbleheader. This data is easily sub
stantiated. He was also the commodore of two additional vessels,
Franklin and Hancock, which were ordered into northern waters
by Washington in mid-October, 1775 in pursuit of British vessels.
This was after the Hannah had been retired from Continental
service. Broughton’s commands were responsible for seizing ap
proximately ten prizes from the enemy, most of which were proven
non-prize vessels upon close assessment by Washington. When the
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prize Unity was taken by the Hannah, September 7, 1775, at
least thirty-six of the men aboard the armed cruiser mutinied.
Their mutiny came upon hearing that the prize had been ruled a
non-prize and that the first third of the booty from the take would
not be distributed to them as prize money. All of the mutineers
were Marbleheaders, another irrefutable fact not so vocally ac
claimed by historians of that community.29
A second claim made by Marbleheaders is that the idea of cre
ating a navy belongs to the town of Marblehead. George A. Billias,
in his notable work General John Glover and His Marblehead
Mariners, pays close attention to the claim but finds no evidence
to back up the statement. He summarizes his study of this matter
by saying:
It is more likely that Washington originated the idea him
self. Prior to outfitting the Hannah, Washington resorted to
a form of harassing naval warfare by employing a force of
whaleboats to attack British installations in the vicinity of
Boston Harbor. If he could send forth small craft to attack
local installations, it may have occurred to him that he could
also outfit bigger vessels to operate on a larger scale against
British store ships. Moreover, Washington was exceptionally
well-informed about movements of British shipping by an im
provised intelligence system that had been established in
Chelsea, just north of the approaches to Boston Harbor. He
also knew the situation firsthand because he had recon
noitered the seacoast east of Boston himself.39

A final claim by Marblehead is more-or-less accepted by most
historians: that the Hannah was owned by John Glover when com
missioned in Washington’s fleet. They also claim that the Hannah
was a Marblehead schooner, by virtue of the fact that prior to its
naval commission it moved in and out of that harbor town on
trading expeditions as far reaching as the West Indies.31
Marblehead claims the Hannah, its crew, and its captain, and
it further maintains that since the schooner was the first armed
vessel commissioned by Washington, by virtue of his rank as Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army, Marblehead is the
BIRTHPLACE OF THE AMERICAN NAVY.

Beverly, Masachusetts, which celebrated its 300th birthday as
an incoporated body (1968) also has claimed birthrites to the
inscription, BIRTHPLACE OF THE AMERICAN NAVY, since
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the writing of Stone’s History of Beverly in the early 1840’s. Sim
ilar to recent boasts made by Marbleheaders (1968), Beverly
residents also were “weaned” on this historic claim. The casual
observer, or even the scholarly historian might ask, however,
“What gives Beverly the right to make such a claim?” “Why is
Beverly, in its efforts to substantiate its claim, even to the extent
of building a replica of the Hannah in Beverly, so anxious to solve
the age-long discussion over the misnomer, BIRTHPLACE OF
THE AMERICAN NAVY?” “On which premise does Beverly’s
case transcend that of Salem, Whitehall, Machias, or even
Marblehead?”32

Beverly’s case picks up where Marblehead’s leaves off. It relates
primarily to Beverly being the port from which the first American
armed cruiser under Continental service and pay was commis
sioned and sailed. Beverly’s claim also hinges upon highly-regarded
historical opinion that it is possible John Glover, after buy
ing wharf facilities in Beverly, brought his trading vessels from
Marblehead to Beverly in November, 1774. If this is correct, the
schooner Hannah was a Beverly vessel when it sailed, rather than
a Marblehead vessel. As a result of these presumptions, it is diffi
cult to determine which North Shore community, Beverly or
Marblehead, can claim the Hannah, and at the same time boast
being the BIRTHPLACE OF THE AMERICAN NAVY.33

Nontheless, neither Salem, Whitehall, Machias, nor Marble
head can refute Beverly’s claim to being the port from which the
first officially commissioned armed cruiser of Washington's New
England Fleet sailed. This factual claim, standing by itself, need
not be concerned with such matters as: who owned, captained,
and manned the Hannah. It is specifically noted in Washington’s
orders to Nicholson Broughton, September 5, 1775, that:
You being appointed a Captain in the Army of the United
Colonies of North America, are hereby directed to take the
Command of a Detachment of said Army and proceed on
Board the schooner Hannah, at Beverly, lately fitted out &
equipp’d (sic) with Arms, Ammunition and Provisions at
the Continental Expence (sic).34

The first official American - British naval battle, of the Rev
olutionary War era, took place in Beverly harbor. Beverly his
torians claim this “first” in that the Hannah (the first commis
sioned vessel in the service of the Continent), was pursued by the
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British Nautilus, Captain John Collins, after which an engagement
between the two vessels developed, October io, 1775. Under the
protection of Beverly’s intricate harbor, the Hannah crept close to
the coastline, while the Nautilus in hot pursuit got caught on a
sandbar. Fierce fighting ensued. Both Beverly and Salem residents
participated in efforts to subdue the Nautilus. Being at consider
able disadvantage, the Nautilus backed off when the tide came in;
but American Naval history had been made during the two-hour
battle.35

Beverly was also the port from which the second and third
vessels of Washington’s New England Fleet were outfitted and
sent out — the Franklin and Hancock. The fourth, sixth, and
eighth vessels (Lee, Warren, and Lynch') in Washington’s fleet
were outfitted also at Beverly. Except for the Harrison and Wash
ington, outfitted at Plymouth, Beverly proved to be the port of
departure for all vessels in Washington’s New England Fleet.36

Beverly was not only the spawning port for most of Washing
ton’s Navy, but after intensive fortification, it also “provided a lair
for a large number of privateers who sailed forth to prey upon
enemy ships.” In the Franklin and Hancock, respectively, Com
modore Broughton and Captain Selman proved no more successful
in prize-taking than Broughton in the Hannah, but the Lee, under
Captain John Manley (appointed Commodore of Washington’s
New England Fleet, January 1, 1776), made Washington very
proud of his brainchild. Some of the major prizes taken by Manley
included the Nancy and the Betsey. The Concord, Jenny, Little
Hannah, Hope, Polly and Sally (among others) were brought into
Beverly harbor as prizes.37

It matters little that these several communities claim to be the
spawning ground of the first American Navy, if the claim cannot
be reconciled with the date the United States Navy Department
uses as the Navy’s birthday. October 13, 1775 is the date em
ployed by the Navy Department, perhaps to avoid conflict with the
communities who boast of having conceived the “armed vessel”
idea. It appears to be quite clear, therefore, that the argument
among communities over the claim is not the important factor to
be considered; the main point seems to fie with each individual
community’s effort to convince the Navy Department and Con
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gress, which of the claims, when authenticated through historical
documentation, best constitutes official naval activity preceding
action taken by the Continental Congress, October 13, 1775. On
the latter date the Continental Congress voted to outfit a vessel
“for such . . . purposes as the Congress shall direct,” and the
Continental Navy was born.38
Whitehall, New York and Beverly, Massachusetts prepared
their cases to present to governmental authorities (1968-69).
Each hoped that the documentary studies presented to congres
sional officials and to the Navy Department would bring forth
official sanction of the coveted claim, BIRTHPLACE OF THE
AMERICAN NAVY. Both failed. The Navy Department takes the
following stand on the subject:

Since the American settlements along the Atlantic coast
were so intimately associated with, and dependent upon, the
sea for their very existence, it was natural when the rupture
came with Britain that the colonists would at once confront
the enemy on the water — the element they knew so well.

As early as May 1775, Ethan Allen and Benedict Arnold
mounted an amphibious operation on Lake Champlain to
take the key posts at Ticonderoga and Crown Point. In June
came the affair at Machias, Maine, where a group of woods
men in a commandeered sloop engaged H. M. S. Margaretta
and took her after hot action.

The Rhode Island legislature passed a resolve in August
1775 calling for the creation of a Navy by the Continental
Congress. The first naval legislation was passed by the Con
tinental Congress in Philadelphia on 13 October 1775, and
the same city witnessed the purchase and outfitting of our
first fleet which sailed under Commodore Esek Hopkins in
February 1776.
Meanwhile, General Washington was displaying his ap
preciation of seapower by outfitting and manning schooners
in Massachusetts ports and sending them out to prey success
fully on British supply vessels and transports. The Hannah
was the first of Washington’s Fleet. She was the property of
John Glover of Marblehead, outfitted at Beverly, and sailed
from that harbor on 5 September 1775.
All of these happenings in the early months of the Revo
lution lead to the conclusion that even as many men played
their separate but complementary parts in the founding of
our Navy, so also did many places, none of which could
rightly be proclaimed the birthplace to the exclusion of the
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others. Thus, the Navy Department does not officially recog
nize any one place as the birthplace of the American Navy.39

In conclusion, this paper will address itself to the element of
continuity between Washington’s Navy and the legislated navy of
the Continental Congress.

During early fall, 1775, Congress appears to have taken a
“dovish” approach toward the “inevitable conflict,” at least offi
cially. This left Washington, Commander-in-Chief of the Army,
with the responsibility of seizing much needed ammunition and
supplies from the Mother Country and Loyalist supporters. It was
undoubtedly at this point that he conceived the idea of arming
vessels for such privateering purposes. He called upon John Glover
of Marblehead to isolate, equip, and man the vessels in the New
England Fleet, in that the provincial entities were not equipped
with naval forces sufficient to handle such a task on an
immediate or emergency basis. Glover had many friends who were
in a position to lease their vessels to the Continent on several
days notice. Although it was Washington, receiving his military
authority from Congress, who took the initiative to arm cruisers
and intercept enemy contraband, Congress financed Washington’s
fleet from its inception. The first third of the booty from each of
the legally libeled prizes was divided proportionately among the
crews, based on legitimacy of claim: Captain or Commander 6
shares, First Lieutenant 5 do., Second Lieutenant 4 do., Surgeon
4 do., Master 3 do., Steward 2 do., Mate
shares, Gunner
do., Master
do., Gunner’s Mate and Serjeant
do., and
each Private 1 do.40
Nicholson Broughton’s orders from Washington, September 2,
1775, had mentioned that all operations connected with the com
missioning of the Hannah would be under Continental expense.
This order was reaffirmed on October 5, 1775 when Congress
officially sanctioned Washington’s naval activities and resolved
“that the ships or vessels of war ... are to be on Continental
risk and pay during their being thus employed.” These activities
and decisions all preceded the legislative establishment of an offi
cial Continental Navy on October 13, 1775. In early December,
Congress officially recognized the fleet. After the prizes of Wash
ington’s fleet were libeled, Congress met financial obligations to
its officers and men.41
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To further substantiate the tie between the Continental Navy
and Washington’s New England Fleet, evidence is available in
dicating that several captains of Washington’s armed cruisers
served in a similar capacity with the Continental Navy. Captains
Manley, Tucker, Waters, Burke, Ayres, and Skimmer were all
commissioned in the Continental Navy, following the early months
of 1776 through mid-1778. William Burke’s tie with the two
fleets signifies the continuity of the two naval efforts. It is under
scored in the following excerpt of a letter sent to John Bradford,
Continental prize agent at Boston, from the Navy Board, April
28, 1778:

Inclosed (sic) is a Resolve of Congress of this date [April
28, 1778] appointing William Burke a Captain in the [Con
tinental] Navy and directing that he should receive from the
time he was appointed to the command of the schooner
Warren [in Washington’s fleet] to this day according to the
Rate of Pay settled when he was reappointed. We now desire
that you will settle his account and pay him agreeable to
said Resolve.42

To summarize, if the reader will recall the stories of each of the
claims made by communities mentioned above, it will readily come
to mind that the claims made by Salem, Whitehall, and Machias
must be ranked as isolated incidents of pre-Revolutionary War
skirmishes. They compare to such incidents as the Gaspee Affair
and the Boston Tea Party, and there is little, if any, effort by
historians to tag these antics as efforts to establish an official armed
naval fleet. Therefore, the contention for the claim of being the
BIRTHPLACE OF THE FIRST AMERICAN NAVY comes down
to Beverly and Marblehead’s rivalry for the honor. The dilemma
seems to rest on the following observation: that the birthplace of
the American Navy must be determined on the basis that the
Hannah was the first official Continental armed cruiser of the
American Revolution, and that at the same time the claim to the
Hannah must be based on its outfitting, departure, and return to
Beverly, its port of commission (Beverly’s claim), or that it was
owned, captained, and manned by Marbleheaders (Marblehead’s
claim). It appears that whichever community can claim the armed
cruiser Hannah, most substantially, has the better claim to being
the birthplace of the first American Navy — Washington’s Navy.
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The claim should be shared, but Beverly’s case is strongest in that
it is the naval base from which the first and five additional official
Continental armed cruisers of Washington’s New England Fleet
were outfitted, sailed, and returned with their prizes.43

All the same, even if Marblehead and Beverly were to concede
to share the glory of the claim to being the BIRTHPLACE OF
THE FIRST AMERICAN NAVY, these communities have a fight
on their hands to get the Navy Department to change Navy Day
from October 13, 1775, to September 5, 1775, the latter being
the day on which the Hannah “with the aid of a fair wind . . .
spread her sails and stood forth from Beverly Harbor.”44
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